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U.S. Recorded Music Revenues Return to Double-Digit Growth: RIAA Mid-
Year Report

Billboard
September 13, 2021 Monday

Copyright 2021 Penske Media Corporation All Rights Reserved

Section: NEWS; TAG
Length: 483 words

Byline: Dan Rys
Highlight: Recorded music revenues in the United States in the first half of 2021 returned to double-digit growth a
year after the pandemic slowed the business' upward trajectory, according to the RIAA.

Body

Recorded music revenues in the United States in the first half of 2021 returned to double-digit growth a year after
the pandemic slowed the business' upward trajectory, according to the RIAA.

In the first half of 2021, revenue grew 27% at retail over the first half of 2020 to $7.1 billion, up from $5.6 billion,
resuming the trend of large year-over-year jumps that has been the norm in the industry since 2015.

That growth is once again fueled largely through streaming, which accounted for 84% of all revenues, up 26% year
over year to $5.9 billion — itself more than the entire first-half revenue mark for 2020. That growth, the RIAA says,
has much to do with new licensing deals with companies like Facebook and digital fithess apps like Peloton.

Within the overall streaming landscape, paid streaming subscription revenue totaled $4.6 billion — growing at the
same 26% clip — and accounted for 78% of overall revenues in the first half of the year. Limited tier subscription
revenue jumped to $452 million, accounting for 10% of streaming dollars, while ad-supported revenues — which
took a large pandemic-related hit last year — grew 54% to $741 million. Digital and customized radio, including
SoundExchange distributions, increased 3% to $585 million.

Overall, the average number of paid subscriptions for on-demand music services grew 13% to 82.1 million in the
U.S., a new record, and up from 72.6 million over the same period in 2020 and 58.2 million in 2019.

Elsewhere, the vinyl explosion continued with eye-popping numbers — up 94% year over year to $467 million —
albeit with significant caveats; the pandemic forced retail closures in the first half of 2020, the report notes, while
Record Store Day was forced to shift from its usual April time period to later in the year. But it still accounted for
two-thirds of all physical sales for the first half of the year, even as CD sales revenue also grew, up 44% to $205
million (accounting for 30% of all physical revenues). Digital download sales revenue continued to decline, down
6% to $319 million, with digital track sales revenue (down 12%) and digital album sales revenue (down 4%) both
falling.
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For the second straight year, vinyl sales (17 million units) outpaced CD sales (16.1 million units), turning a 30-year-
long trend on its head.

Overall, streaming made up 84% of revenues; physical sales 10% of revenues; digital download sales 5% of
revenues; and synch 2%.

“Emerging platforms like short form video, fitness apps, and a host of chat and social apps are also getting licensed
and starting to deliver meaningful revenues,” RIAA chairman/CEO Mitch Glazier said in comments released
alongside the report. “Record labels are moving urgently to make sure these growing services pay for the music
they depend on - future proofing artist incomes as technologies shift.”

This is a developing story — check back for updates.
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Opinion Inside Business

Wall Street weighs in on what music is really worth

Surge in valuations in sector spurred by dizzying array of uses in a digital world

ANNA NICOLAOU

Music companies are now less reliant on the success of a particular album from star artists like Drake, pictured here in concert ©
Bloomberg

Anna Nicolaou 36 MINUTES AGO

Bill Ackman compared it to “food and water”. Universal Music’s chief executive

Lucian Grainge says it is “as critical as gas and electricity”.

This week, Wall Street gave its view on music with the initial public offering of
Universal, weighing in on a question that has become more pressing among investors

in the past few years: how much a melody is really worth?

On the surface, the soaring valuation for music companies — Universal is trading at
about a €42bn valuation, up from €30bn earlier this year when Tencent made an
investment in the company and $8.5bn less than a decade ago — is inextricable from
the rise of Spotify. The widely accepted explanation is that Spotify saved the music
industry.

And this is true. The invention of an app where people can pay to listen to 70m songs
has undoubtedly powered the turnround in music revenue, after more than a decade

of death by piracy.

https://www.ft.com/content/ab3fe477-58ae-4951-9dd3-f31839190558?ftcamp=crm/email/_2021___09__ 20210923__/emailalerts/Company_alert/prod... 1/3
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But the stock market is usually more about the future than the past. Reading through
Wall Street banks’ explanations for their fizzy valuations for Universal, their
bullishness is linked to expected further growth. And the future of music revenue is
not all about Spotify.

In fact, when I asked Grainge how much scope there is for more growth, he pointed
not to Spotify, but to “new areas of monetisation we couldn’t even predict before”.

This means music listened to on a Peloton bike, or played in the background of a video
on the YouTube Shorts platform, or in the booming virtual worlds of gaming,

augmented reality and online karaoke.

If the concept that a computer-generated avatar of your favourite musician
“performing” on TikTok is a legitimate revenue driver for a $50bn company seems
far-fetched, I am here to inform you it is already happening.

Before the internet, music’s bread and butter was physical compilations, in the form
of vinyl records, cassettes and then CDs. If a few of these became popular, they earned
enough money to make up for thousands of other failed bets. Now, music is
intellectual property that can be milked across a dizzying array of uses.

Some of these avenues for monetisation are obvious, such as TikTok, which attracts
billions of people as a place for silly videos soundtracked to songs. Others are less
intuitive. Universal, for example, is looking into licensing its catalogue to therapeutics

companies that use music to help stroke victims walk again.

The big music companies, at this point, know how to predict how much money they

will receive from Spotify in a given quarter — even if there are torturous negotiations
every few years on how to split the streaming revenue pot. This is part of the pitch to
investors: subscriptions have made music a more reliable asset class, compared with

the era of CDs, where sales were reliant on big hits.

But the music companies have little experience in predicting revenue from social
media. Warner Music’s chief executive Steve Cooper marvelled to me last year that

these were business models “that nobody had heard of two years ago, literally”.

Less than three years ago, TikTok and Facebook were not paying the music companies
at all. Now, the music industry is making $2bn a year from social, fitness and gaming
royalties, estimates Mark Mulligan, analyst at Midia, and that is only expected to rise.

Sony Music says social, gaming and fitness now bring in $400m in revenue annually,

while Warner Music says it makes $235m a year in royalty income from these sectors.
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Mulligan says without such revenues, Universal’s IPO would have looked riskier.
Facebook was the first to start paying for music, through a deal agreed with Universal
at the end of 2017. But now that competition in the sector has heated up, record
executives no longer have to convince social media companies to pay for music.
“You've got Snap, TikTok, Facebook and [YouTube] Shorts all trying to kill each
other,” said one label executive, adding this was “fabulous” for music rights.

Universal’s deals for Facebook, TikTok and YouTube Shorts are all set to expire at the
end of this year, an opportunity to reset the terms to more generous levels for the

music company.

Universal executives want to convince investors they are not buying into music at the
top of the market, but rather getting in on an asset that will only rise further. The
outcome of these deals, rather than another gargantuan Drake album, is more likely to

answer that question.

anna.nicolaou@ft.com

Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2021. All rights reserved.
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